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Abstract 
 
 
Indigenous women in Oceania have contributed to the struggle for 
independence against former-colonial powers but predominantly masculine 
histories of decolonisation dominate the literature.  The colonial and 
decolonising experience of Indigenous women is distinct to men yet their 
significant  formal and informal participation in the self-determination of their 
respected nations have largely been neglected in favour of narratives of "great 
men and great deeds" in nation-building.  The role and contribution of women in 
pre-independence civil society, non-government organizations, education, 
cooperatives, trade, arts and theatre as well as local government and the 
bureaucracy needs to be visible and recognised in order to develop a greater 
understanding of current socio-political dynamics in Oceania.  The purpose of 
this paper is to argue that the decision-making processes of women in the 
private, domestic sphere, as opposed to men's public participation in the politics 
of independence was an effective avenue of political expression. 
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When engaging in a study of the participation of women in decolonisation in Oceania, 
beginning with Samoa in 1962, and still not completed, the researcher will inevitably 
come across one major problem – it seems women were not involved.  Yet i-Kiribati 
women in the years leading to independence, according to Jean Drage, ‘were seen to 
have had a legitimate role in the establishment of independence, a reflection perhaps 
of their community activity’ (Drage, 1995, 65). i  She noted that ‘a constitutional 
convention in 1977 to develop the basis of an independence constitution included 
representatives from women’s groups’ (Drage, 1995, 65).  My paper seeks to address 
this conundrum.ii  While it is evident that women were active participants, why then 
have they been ignored within the histories of decolonisation?  There seems to be a 
connection between the absence of women in the political history of Kiribati, but also in 
politics in Oceania in general.  By juxtaposing women’s invisibility in the histories of 
decolonisation with women’s overall under-representation within politics, an 
understanding of the contemporary political situation where women continue to be 
under-represented in government can be reached (Drage, 1995, 61-93).  I suggest that 
despite this under-representation in the literature, women are politically active; 
however, they choose to express their political beliefs through less public means and 
methods. 
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Merry E Wiesner-Hanks argued that political histories have neglected women.  The 
male experience has become the universal experience (Wiesner-Hanks, 2001, 145).  
Wiesner-Hanks asserted that women’s ‘absence from political life was matched by an 
absence from most works of political theory’ (Wiesner-Hanks, 2001, 145).  She outlined 
three trends in historical thinking which have led to the re-writing of history and the 
inclusion of the experiences of women.  The first was the search for individual, 
exceptional women; secondly, the broadening of ‘politics’ to include other power bases, 
such as women’s groups, and third, the development of ‘the recognition that anything in 
a society having to do with power relationships, not simply formal politics or organized 
groups, is political’(Wiesner-Hanks, 2001, 146).  This can be translated to infer that 
daily life is political.  It is from these latter two assumptions of Wiesner-Hanks’ 
observations that my definition of ‘political’ is based.  
 
 
Male and Female Roles 
 
 
The absence of women in Kiribati politics can be explained by a number of cultural and 
historical factors.  These factors include woman’s allegedly “traditional” role, identity 
and status within society, compounded by cultural beliefs and attitudes and 
exacerbated by the colonial impact.  In the case of Kiribati, the traditional (pre-
European contact) role of i-Kiribati women focused on the domestic functions of a wife 
and mother.  i-Kiribati women’s duties included child-rearing, cleaning, cooking, 
weaving mats, collecting shell fish at low tide and organising compost for babai (root 
crop) plants (Talu, 1992, 178).  A woman’s duties complemented that of the men, as 
the men were the providers and head of the family and built and maintained the family 
house, fished, cut toddy (fermented coconut sap), collected coconuts and cultivated 
babai plants (Talu, 1992, 178).  As the delegated gender roles suggest, women’s 
identity was based on a dichotomy with men.  A woman’s movement and who she 
talked to outside the family was restricted by her husband’s approval (Talu, 1992, 178).  
Within the maneaba – the meeting house and traditional decision-making mechanism 
within the Kiribati community – the men would meet and discuss community matters 
while the woman sat behind her father, brother or husband.  Her contribution was 
limited to whispering her thoughts to the men at the front (Talu, 1992, 178).iii  
Traditionally, politics was seen (and to an extent continues to be seen) as men’s 
business, hence women were not allowed to speak in the maneaba.  This remains true 
in contemporary Kiribati; however, women who travel to other villages to disperse 
information are now invited to speak in the maneaba (Talu, 1992, 180).  It was here 
that the culture of silence of women originated. 
 
The arrival of missionaries to Kiribati, like many areas of the Pacific, was beneficial as 
well as detrimental to the status of women.  On the one hand, the Christian ideology 
encouraged education through schooling.  Although initially this education was 
restricted to male students, eventually female students attended.  Talu claimed that 
through education, women have been able to be ‘active members not only in the village 
but in the nation at large’ (Talu, 1992, 178).  The establishment of churches in Kiribati 
also led to the development of grass-roots women’s groups.  On the other hand, 
Christianity introduced a new set of moral values.  Central to this new belief system 
was the reinforcement of women as ‘good mothers and wives’.  Consequently, during 
the years leading to self-government, despite being educated, women were 
encouraged to remain in the domestic sphere, while the British colonial powers trained 
men to take over the administration of the islands.  The colonial and religious impact on 
women as well as enduring cultural beliefs and attitudes, was reflected in the post-
independence male-dominated government of Kiribati. 
 
Other Pacific Island nations have had similar experiences.  The impact of Christianity 
and the colonial project on Solomon Island women’s status has been profound.  Alice 
  3
Aruthe’eta Pollard noted that ‘women had special places and positions within their 
clans and social groups, complementary to those of men’, in particular, women held 
exclusive knowledge of indigenous drugs, health matters, agriculture and family 
maintenance (Pollard, 2003, 46).  Pollard asserted Solomon Island women had distinct 
political roles pre-contact, ‘women were involved in decision-making in various ways in 
families, communities, and tribes’ (Pollard, 2003, 46) and were and continue to be seen 
as ‘cords that bind the present generation with the future, they link one tribe to another, 
link spirituality with nature, and are the entry and exit points for existence on earth’ 
(Pollard, 2003, 47).  Regina Scheyvens furthered this argument by Pollard and noted 
that the impact of Christianity on Solomon Island women, like the impact on the women 
of Kiribati, was twofold, with both positive and negative ramifications.  She stated,  
 
Colonial pacification, Christianization, and the monetization of the economy gave 
women the benefits of living in a society where warfare and violence were not so 
well tolerated as well as expanded educational and economic opportunities, access 
to new means of health care, and opportunities to come together in women’s 
groups and develop leadership skills (Scheyens, 2003, 25). 
 
However, Scheyens also noted the negative impacts of colonialism in that ‘outsiders 
(British administration) belittled or attempted to outlaw customs or rituals in which 
women’s power was affirmed’ (Scheyens, 2003, 25).  This infers that the men and 
women of Oceania experienced colonial rule differently and distinctly.  Consequently, 
the lived experience of and participation in the decolonisation process varied according 
to gender. 
 
 
Separation and Decolonisation 
 
 
The Gilbert Islands became a British protectorate in 1892.  In 1916, the Ellice Islands 
Protectorate was joined with the Gilbert Islands group and after annexation, became 
known as the Gilbert and Ellice Island Colony.  Calls for responsible government were 
initiated in the 1960s.  A decade later, preparation for constitutional changes towards 
independence began with initiatives towards internal self-government becoming official 
in 1972 with the end of regional British responsibility through the Western Pacific High 
Commission.  Ethnic and linguistic differences between Ellice Islanders and the 
Gilbertese became evident during the period of British administration and culminated in 
a referendum in 1974 when the Ellice Island group voted for separation.  Kiribati 
adopted internal self-government and a Ministerial system.  Separation was formalised 
in 1975.  In 1978, Ellice Island gained independence and was renamed according to 
the indigenous name of Tuvalu.  The following year on the 12 July, 1979, with a 
population of less than 60 000, Kiribati achieved independence.  The new parliament, 
the Maneaba ni Maungatabu, was led by Ieremia Tabai, the first Chief Minister.  Tabai 
was the first president of the Republic of Kiribati and continued to serve three 
successive terms from 1979 to 1991.   
 
Barrie MacDonald’s seminal account Cinderellas of Empire of this period offered details 
of the nation-building process, but failed to mention any women.iv  MacDonald’s use of 
gendered language in describing the outcomes of the Constitutional Convention 
illustrated the focus on male participation in Kiribati during decolonisation.  MacDonald 
stated, ‘[t]he President would, in turn, choose his Cabinet from among the members of 
the House of Assembly and they would be responsible for it’(MacDonald, 1982, 271).  
Realistically, in 1977, the potential candidates for presidency were male and 
consequently MacDonald’s use of ‘his’ was correct.  However, the assumption that the 
president would be male leads us to investigate the invisibility of i-Kiribati women 
during decolonisation. 
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Women in Politics 
 
 
Women were granted suffrage and were able to stand for election in 1967.  Mrs 
Tekarei Russell, well-known for her active role in women’s clubs, was the first woman 
to be successful in a Colony election in 1972.  She was the member for Urban Tarawa 
and Ocean Island (now Banaba) in the Legislative Council.  Her political opinions were 
well reported in successive weeks in the Atoll Pioneer (the Gilbert and Ellice Island 
Colony’s weekly newspaper) during the second meeting for the second session of the 
Legislative Council held late November 1972.  While discussing the possible revision of 
parliamentary procedures, Atoll Pioneer reported that, Mrs Russell thanked Members 
for their advice; she would now ask more questions.  “My attitude now will be, shout, 
shout as much as you can.”  The motion was not approved. ( Atoll Pioneer, 1972, 12).  
Her future political campaigns failed after independence, despite running for the 1991 
general election.  Mrs Russell is an example of a vocal female politician in the years 
leading to independence; however she has been overlooked in the historical record.   
 
Following her husband’s dismissal after the 1991 general election due to bribery 
charges, Nei Koriri was a successful candidate in a by-election.  Drage argued that 
Koriri’s successful election campaign was a ‘pleasant surprise to the nation’ (Drage, 
1995, 65).  Drage noted that ‘in a predominantly male-controlled community, it was also 
seen as a measure of support for her husband’ (Drage, 1995, 65).  In the most recent 
elections in 2003, the United States Department of State Kiribati: Country Reports on 
Human Rights Practices stated that  of the 42 member Parliament, two women were 
successful candidates.  Despite a gradual increase in women’s participation in politics, 
women in Kiribati are still proportionally under-represented.  The reasons for the 
continued under-representation of women lie in historical and cultural factors. 
 
Similar to the experiences of many Pacific Island states, both historically and 
contemporary, women in Kiribati have been and continue to be under-represented in 
government.  In Kiribati, this has been a result of attitudes, held by both men and 
women.  Tira’s opinion, perhaps typical of i-Kiribati women, was that,. 
 
in the Kiribati custom, a woman still today had no right to speak in the maneaba.  It 
is my personal view that I wish this will not change, as the maneaba system is the 
main key to our culture that still exists from the past (Tira, 1985, 25). 
 
This reflects the attitude of other i-Kiribati women who, by wishing to uphold tradition 
and the ‘i-Kiribati way of life’, rebuke the participation of women in formal political 
structures.  Similar attitudes are held by many Pacific Island women in regard to 
politics.  In contrast, Taboneao Ngaebi, Tekarei Russell and Fenua Tamuera argued 
the maneaba system silences women.  As early as 1972, Tekarei Russell voiced her 
opinions on the maneaba system.  Reported in the Atoll Pioneer, Mrs Tekarei Russell 
discussed with her fellow Members of the Legislative Council her vision for the 
maneaba system.  While maintaining the success of the system past and present, Mrs 
Tekarei Russell suggested revisions, stating she felt that young people and women 
were ignored.  She proposed a new composition of members that represented a wider 
spectrum of the community, inclusive of women and young people.  Her proposal was, 
‘Council Members, six old men; or if adapted, council member for the ward as 
chairman; old men of the maneaba, perhaps four; women’s organisations, two; 
churches, one; youth, one’ (Atoll Pioneer, 1972, 4).  The motion was not passed.    
 
Just over two decades later, Ngaebi, Russell and Tamuera offered an indirect 
explanation for the failure of Mrs Tekarei Russell’s motion.  They asserted that despite 
an increase in the education of women, ‘there are still many aspects of traditional 
society which work against the progress of women’ (Ngaebi , Russell and Tamuera, 
1993, 266).  They argued that it is the negative aspects of traditional patriarchal society 
  5
which undermine women’s progression.  Ngaebi, Russell and Tamuera explained that 
‘the degree to which a woman is able to participate more actively outside the family in 
community affairs depends a great deal on how understanding the husband is’ (Ngaebi 
, Russell and Tamuera, 1993, 266) and as a consequence, despite women being 
organised and educated, no change in attitude will come until men are educated to 
work in partnership with women.v  Binatia Iakobo echoed similar sentiments by stating 
in 1989, ‘women talk, men have always had their say, so it is about time women talked 
about their lives’ (de Ishtar, 1994, 3).  Other Pacific Island women experience similar 
oppression.  Ni-Vanuatuan, Grace Molisa succinctly described her country’s own 
struggle to gain women’s rights in her poem ‘Delightful Acquiescence’,  
 
 Half of Vanuatu 
 is still colonised 
 by her self (Molisa, 1989, 24). 
 
Molisa held similar attitudes to that of Ngaebi, Russell and Tamuera.  She argued that 
men manipulate custom to the detriment of the status of women.  This is illustrated in 
her poem, ‘Custom’, 
 
Custom 
misapplied 
bastardised 
murdered 
a Frankenstein  
corpse 
conveniently 
recalled 
to intimidate 
women (Molisa, 1983, 24-5). 
 
In the Solomon Islands, Jully Sipolo’s response resonated with Grace Molisa’s appeal 
to ‘custom misapplied’ in her poem ‘Mi Mere’,  
 
I am a woman. Born in a village 
Destined to spend my life in a never ending vicious circle 
Gardening, child-bearing, house-keeping 
Seen and not heard (Sipolo, 1986, 8).  
 
The lack of female politicians generally across Oceania mirrors women’s absence in 
the historiography of decolonisation.  The cause of this initial absence is a complex and 
delicate issue, and one which is not simply aligned with gender.  This leads to the 
question, can women who are politically expressive by choosing to be silent (and 
upholding traditional codes of behaviour) be as powerful as women who run for 
parliament? Both are active participants in the political debate.  Can women be more 
influential by remaining invisible rather than being vocal?  Investigating the 
empowerment of women in Fiji, Esther Batiri Williams argued that not taking a 
prominent, political role, referred as “silence” ‘is an extension of the self and therefore 
is potentially communicative’ (Batiri, 1999, 6).  In this scenario ‘then silence itself 
becomes a form of speech’ (Batiri, 1999, 6).  But if women choose to be politically 
invisible, must historians allow them also to remain silent in historiography?   
 
Imperial histories and grand colonial narratives rely on written documents.  Therefore 
the lack of women participating in politics and minutes, speeches, amendments, 
reports and memorandum at the official level explains their absence in consequent 
histories of decolonisation.  To provide a basis from which women can be recognised in 
the political development of their respected nation-state, the underlying notion that 
histories of decolonisation must be based on written ‘official’ records needs to be 
challenged.  I argue that the acknowledgment and recognition of power bases outside 
the dominant political infrastructure would empower women as active agents of 
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change, even if they choose to remain in the background, seemingly invisible and 
silent.  To acknowledge alternative political power bases, the concept of what is 
‘political’ needs to be re-defined.  Furthermore, I argue that one’s choice to remain in 
the background – outside the maneaba - is a political tool and should be recognised 
within histories of decolonisation. 
 
 
Concepts of ‘being political’ 
 
 
Traditional notions of ‘being political’ typically invoke the actions and activities of 
politicians, political parties, government officials, members of parliament and electoral 
campaigns.  Human indicators also tend to encompass this way of thinking as 
progress, development and country reports all focus on statistics and percentages of 
women who are elected to or run for parliament.  A high the percentage of women in 
government correlates with an assumption that the stated country is allegedly more 
‘developed’ and ‘progressive’ in the development of women’s (and sometimes 
extended to include human) rights.  The view that women’s under-representation in 
official politics is an obstacle to women’s development needs to be overcome. 
Redefining concepts of ‘being political’ also allows other power bases to be included in 
the political spectrum.  Often it is in these so-called, non-political activities that women 
are more active.  Consequently, by acknowledging involvement in non-political 
activities as ‘being political’, women can be re-written into histories of decolonisation. 
 
In the context of anthropological studies, Sharon Tiffany asserted the need to redefine 
frames of reference.  She argued, 
 
Women are invisible in anthropological studies of politics, which is assumed to be a 
male domain.  Failure to recognise the diversity of women’s political roles is built 
into background assumptions of male dominance and men’s monopoly of 
power…According to this view, women are parochial or disinterested in the public 
world of male politics; in other words, women are non-political (Tiffany, 1987, 335). 
 
She asserted that the problem lies with Western definitions of political organisations 
along a conflicting dichotomy of ‘public/ private spheres’ and ‘political/non-political’ 
within the anthropological discipline (Tiffany, 1987, 335-6).  Tiffany cited the examples 
of women leaders and chiefs as being viewed as ‘anomalies’ or ‘masculinised’, rather 
than leaders in their own right.  Drawing on examples from Oceania, particularly 
Samoa, Palau and Melanesian societies, Tiffany asserted, by adopting a feminist 
approach to anthropological research and writing, the ‘formerly muted voices of women 
are being heard’ (Tiffany, 1987, 349).  
 
 
Women’s Groups 
 
 
Throughout the Pacific, historically women have formed groups.  In pre-contact 
Solomon Islands, the functions of women’s groups were to work together, whether it be 
gardening or weaving, for ritual activities or general leisure and recreation (Pollard, 
2003, 46).  The introduction of Christianity to the Solomon Islands (and the Pacific 
generally) furthered the development of women’s groups, as the church was central in 
most villages and became (and continues to be) a meeting place for women to 
congregate, network and learn.  Each village church has a significant role in organising, 
supporting and funding women’s groups (Pollard, 2003, 47).   
 
In Kiribati, Rite Teatao Tira described the role of Kiribati’s national women’s 
federations, the Aia Maea Ainen Kiribati (AMAK) as being predominantly concerned 
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with promoting the status of women and preserving Kiribati culture within the domestic, 
family unit (Tira, 1985, 24-5). Ngaebi, Russell and Tamuera also asserted the 
significance of women’s associations and clubs in improving women’s rights and 
development, particularly in providing a platform from which i-Kiribati women can speak 
in public (Ngabei, Russell and Tamuera, 1993, 268).   
 
Similar changes occurred in other Pacific Island nations.  Regina Scheyens argued 
women’s church groups empower women.  Drawing on examples from the Solomon 
Islands, Scheyens cited the Catholic women’s group in Malaita as working towards the 
political empowerment of women.  She asserted that ‘women’s groups can contribute 
to social or political empowerment by providing a safe environment  in which women 
can articulate their concerns, develop solutions to their collective problems, and 
explore their potential’ (Scheyens, 2003, 28).  In Kiribati, from the early 1960s, 
women’s groups allowed women to network with other women and determine their own 
goals. These women’s groups provided an outlet for women to influence the 
decolonisation process, and shape their future nation, albeit in the background and in 
structures outside the formal parliamentary and leadership systems. 
 
It is evident that women’s groups in Kiribati, like the wider Pacific region, have been 
historically and continue to provide a strong political base.  The contemporary 
importance of women’s groups is well cited in development and civil society literature.  
The significance of women’s groups during decolonisation needs further research and 
retrospective reflection.  As Jean Drage noted, women were active in the 
decolonisation process through their involvement in women’s groups, and this 
participation now needs to be included in the historical record.  By employing Weisner-
Hanks’ observations to expand the concept of ‘being political’ to include women’s 
groups and daily life as political, and by adopting Tiffany’s feminist approach to 
research, women can be re-written, not only into histories of decolonisation in Kiribati, 
but more widely into all Pacific Island histories.    
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i  Barrie Macdonald confirms this by stating that of the 160 delegates, representatives 
from women’s organisations were present at the Constitutional Convention from 21 April to 9 
May 1977; Macdonald, 1982, 270. 
ii  This paper is based on ongoing research and will hopefully be enriched once I have 
visited the Republic of Kiribati (planning for a field study trip in early 2007).  
iii  See also; Ngaebi T, Russell T and Tamuera F, ‘The status of women’, In Howard van 
Trease, ed, Atoll Politics: The Republic of Kiribati, Suva, Institute of Pacific Studies Press, 1993, 
266. 
iv  With the exception, as mentioned above, of the involvement of women’s groups in the 
Constitutional Convention of May, 1977 (MacDonald, 1982, 270).  
v  Interestingly, all three authors have been involved in political campaigns in Kiribati, 
perhaps explaining the difference of opinion between themselves and Rite Teatoa Tira.  All 
three women were candidates in the 1991 general election, in which Ngaebi and Russell 
unsuccessfully contested seats in South Tarawa while Tamuera unsuccessfully tried to retain 
her seat for Butaritari. 
